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A response one can expect when declaring one’s 
status as a denizen of Woodlands” - the 
residential town nestled in the north of Singapore 
— would probably be some hackneyed attempt at 
humour involving its close proximity to Malaysia 
or inversely, its distance from everywhere else on 
the island. Indeed, the skyline of Johor Bahru is a 
prominent landmark and a source of pride for 
residents of Woodlands — some might even say 
that the Johor—Singapore Causeway represents an 
integral part of Woodlands’ identity. 



Children’s playground near Block 37 Marsiling Drive with 
Woodlands Checkpoint looming in the background. 
Woodlands, Singapore. 2019. 










That particular train of thought was what I kept 
reiterating to the investigating officer tasked to 
assess whether my camera and I posed a threat to 
inter-national security after nosing around the 
perimeter of Woodlands Checkpoint for too long. 
After all, the causeway is reportedly the busiest 
border crossing in the world, accommodating as 
many as 350,000 travellers daily. Never mind my 
fascination with the notion of Woodlands as a 
border town and those who pass through it 
commuting to and fro every day, who put me up 
to this? Where did I go to school? The iron cage 
of bureaucracy was on full display for four full 
hours that evening as I was shuffled through one 
faceless figure of authority after another, all 
trying to extract some piece of revelatory 
information while snapping the same few pictures 
of my personal identification. I was under the 
impression that they were to be disseminated up 
the food chain by means of WhatsApp no less. 
More than once, the investigating officer actually 
apologised, muttering something about how he was 
"just doing his job". Given such stringent 
enforcement, I should have taken a hint from the 
threatening "Protected Area" sign that the 
Immigration and Checkpoints Authority (ICA) was 
not to be trifled with. Little wonder then that the 
nearby neighbourhood playground separated only 
by barbed fencing was devoid of life on a 
weekday afternoon. 




Foliage-covered fence demarcating Woodlands Checkpoint as 
a "Protected Area". Woodlands, Singapore. 2019. 


Save for the perpetual threat of traffic jams, the 
surrounding area known as n old n Woodlands Town 
Centre had always been relatively sleepy when I 
was growing up. I missed its heyday as an 
entertainment and public transportation hub by a 
generation and knew it primarily for housing the 
religious school I was trotted to on the weekend. 
Hopping off feeder bus 912 that took me directly 
from my Housing Development Board (HDB) 
estate usually entailed either a familial or religious 
destination (not mutually exclusive) — cross-border 
visits to my maternal grandparents residing in 
Johor were routine and Masjid An-Nur around 
the corner was the only mosque in Woodlands 
before 2017. Only during its twilight years which 
coincided with my adolescence did I develop an 





appreciation for its excellent eateries and a tailor 
who would taper my jeans at cheap prices. 



Three-way junction before Woodlands Checkpoint near 
Woodlands Town Centre. Woodlands, Singapore. 2019. 


Builders of Singapore 

Change rarely sneaks up on you, especially when 
it is heralded by the clangour of a jackhammer. 
As Woodlands was transformed into one giant 
construction site precipitating the upcoming 
Thomson—East Coast (TEL) Mass Rapid Transit 
(MRT) line, it would have been difficult not to 
note the constant hubbub of activity seeping into 
every nook and cranny of the neighbourhood. No 
noise barrier can actually simulate a vacuum 
insulated from the symphony of sounds ranging 
from the rumble of excavators to the metallic 
reverberations of steel beams being piled right 
under my flat. However, it is somehow easier to 





ignore the presence of the people responsible for 
building these structures of the future despite them 
forming a fifth of the country’s population. 

Migrant workers are ubiquitous yet to a certain 
degree, they have not been granted full-fledged 
membership into society, their marginality 
reinforced merely as a talking point. The visibility 
of migrant workers’ trials and tribulations is 
doubtlessly important but I believe it would be 
prudent to first acknowledge the reality that there 
remains an almost opaque perceptual hurdle 
impeding Singaporeans from viewing them as 
anything but "migrant" and "worker". 



A vehicle-operated jackhammer demolishes pieces of rubble 
one by one at the construction site adjacent to Block 512. 
Woodlands, Singapore. 2019. 





A worker in the midst of collapsing the tentage previous 
used as part of the Woodlands pasar malam. Woodlands, 
Singapore. 2019. 



Another worker stripping down the pasar malam’s skeletal 
structure is perched rather precariously. Woodlands, 
Singapore. 2019. 

















































Construction work being carried out on a Saturday morning 
at the new Woodlands South MRT station. Woodlands, 
Singapore. 2019. 


Change arrives 

As a college student who is home only on 
weekends, I had to play catch-up, observing 
change’s steady arrival in spurts of growth. It 
started with the slicing away of public spaces — a 
separation delineated by the erection of alien 
structures which dominated Woodlands’ new 
topography. These temporary blockades and walls 
were meant to curtain off the masses but the 
innately imposing spatiality gobbled up by the likes 
of towering cranes and bulky scaffolding 
protruded out onto the streets, often with the aid 
of red and white barricades that helpfully insist, 
'THIS IS NOT A SAFETY BARRIER". What 








used to pass off as open pastures were supplanted 
by the advent of makeshift shelters and portaloos, 
forming an autonomous settlement of sorts that 
completely buried any hints of grassland under soil 
and dirt. 



A sign by the Ministry of Defence protecting the airspace 
above an open field near the construction site on Woodlands 
Drive 17. Woodlands, Singapore. 2019. 





View of two construction sites, Woodlands South MRT 
station and Woodlands Health Campus, from Block 589. 
Woodlands, Singapore. 2019. 


Eventually, the hustle and bustle of construction is 
bound to birth the shiny, new changes residents 
have been promised. Rows of glass windows 
previously characteristic of somewhere like the 
Central Business District (CBD) now force 
suburbanites to brace for an invasion of corporate 
Singapore into the heartlands, not that they mind 
too much. Convenience is key and with Woodlands 
touted to become the third so-called "regional 
centre" and "Singapore’s Northern Gateway", the 
TEL is but one of the benefits in terms of 
connectivity that residents will eagerly reap and 
sing praises of. Historically, pragmatic cost-benefit 
analyses tend to carry more weight amongst 
Singaporeans than any staunch commitment to a 
set of ideals. 















Woods Square , the commercial crown jewel of Woodlands 
Regional Centre, is situated opposite residential blocks. 
Woodlands, Singapore. 2019. 



Columns of newly-installed cameras monitor the future 











































entrance to Woodlands MRT station. Woodlands, Singapore. 
2019. 

Detours 

Ironically, the road to better island-wide mobility 
is often paved with inescapable diversions as 
developmental works dictate one’s every step. 
Narrower passageways with sharp bends result in 
repeated warnings from my concerned mother to 
be on a constant look out for oncoming traffic. 
Private hire car drivers, annoyed and under the 
impression that a road closure lay ahead of them, 
are forced to loop back around having missed the 
sign that subtly indicated how Block 512 remained 
accessible. 



Construction under Block 512 limits both a driver’s line of 
sight and the amount of road space available. Woodlands, 
Singapore. 2019. 














Instead of cutting through a once empty field on a 
path clearly reserved for them, pedestrians making 
a beeline to the MRT station rely on hastily 
placed road barriers to avoid walking a distance 
further than they need to — all while steering well 
clear of the errant Personal Mobility Device 
(PMD) barrelling towards them. Road users are 
far from spared though they arguably kick up the 
biggest fuss. Till this day, shrill, frequently 
crescendoing car horns can be expected at the 
slightest sign of stagnancy in traffic caused by a 
combination of road works and other drivers with 
an impetuous sense of timing. Despite the different 
forms of inconveniences posed, all detours 
ultimately lead to the same destination like it was 
always supposed to. Evidently, a neighbourhood 
undergoing its transitional phase is one where 
space, an already finite resource in Singapore, is 
jostled for and allows for the occasional moments 
of acquiescence or just plain defiance. 




Commuters’ walk to the MRT station entails cutting across 
a footpath-less field. Woodlands, Singapore. 2019. 



The slight diversion caused by road works at a traffic 
junction is enough to slow down traffic. Woodlands, 
Singapore. 2019. 




























A bright , orange sign points towards the direction pedestrians 
should follow while a man walks on the grass behind it. 
Woodlands, Singapore. 2019. 


Persisting Continuities 

I take certain pride in embracing Woodlands as 
my home for over two decades. Within the 
context of Singapore, the area is not overshadowed 
by perceptions of exclusivity (Bukit Timah) nor do 
its denizens feel compelled to proclaim any 
obnoxious notions of postal code superiority ("East 
side, best side”). That being said, I would be hard- 
pressed to overstate its uniqueness, one obviously 
informed not by a universal set of experiences or 
paradigms but mine alone. National Geographic 
recently posted a photo on Instagram depicting a 
scene at Masjid Yusof Ishak, Woodlands’ second 
mosque. While the shot turned out to be both 
aesthetically pleasing and instantly recognisable, the 
caption provided by one Michael Yamashita 











claiming that he had pictured the "last prayers of 
the day” paired with a marked abundance of 
attendees puzzled me. Sure, religion remains in 
vogue but it seemed more likely that Yamashita 
was on-site during a particularly festive period 
like Ramadan rather than just any other day. 



Friday prayer congregants waiting in line to perform wudu 
(ablution) at Masjid An-Nur. Overwhelming attendance every 
week necessitate makeshift washing areas. Woodlands, 
Singapore. 2019. 


Familiarity with the geography of my place of 
residence is important to me and in the face of an 
evolving physical landscape, it is more abstract, 
human concepts like '’culture 1 ’ and ’’family” that 
tend to weather change better and keep me 
grounded. Growing up with no siblings and the 
ever-hovering guidance of conservative Muslim 
parents, my fight-or-flight responses to our 
divergent beliefs over the years have sizzled out 







significantly. Although I still have serious qualms 
about the spectre of institutionalised religion, I 
have mastered the art of compartmentalisation in 
order to reconcile with the unequivocal fact that 
my parents have unconditionally nurtured and 
provided materially, spiritually and emotionally for 
me thus far. They earnestly remind that they will 
continue to do so, too. 



My mother raising her voice to attract the attention of my 
father while shopping at a Sheng Siong supermarket 
Woodlands , Singapore. 2019. 



My father walking through the Woodlands pasar malam, a 
neighbourhood fixture that regularly evolves by incorporating 
passing trends in food and entertainment. Woodlands, 
Singapore. 2019. 



